The paper documents the major diculties observed in the oral language development of individuals with mental retardation of genetic origin. The extent of inter-and withinsyndrome variability is evaluated. More speci®cally, a comparative analysis of typical language phenotypes in several genetic syndromes is attempted and the possible brain underpinnings of the observed dierences are envisaged. Recent cases of favorable language development in individuals with mental retardation are summarized and explanatory variables are discussed. #
Down's syndrome
Mental retardation (MR) of genetic origin represents approximately 30% of all cases of moderate and severe retardation and 15% of all cases of mild mental retardation [1]. Down's syndrome (DS) [2, 3] is the most frequent noninherited condition [4] , with an incidence estimated by Dolk et al. [5] of one in 750 live births in both sexes. It may be closer to one in 1500 in many developed countries due to the conjunction of early diagnostic procedures and abortion. Table 1 summarizes the major data on the language diculties in DS (for a full review, see Rondal and Edwards [6] ).
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